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UNM Student Life in the 1920s:
A Selection from The Mirage
WILLIAM E. TYDEMAN

Paul Carter opens his influential study of the twenties with a story
about his parents. "My father was attending an Eastern men's liberal
arts college when This Side of Paradise, F. Scott Fitzgerald's archetypal
novel ... about the college student was first published. Although an
avid reader all his life, my father never read it. When he was in college
he could not have afforded a raccoon coat, but years later in the bottom
of the Depression he bought one in a second-hand store.
"My mother went to a co-educational church-related college in the
Midwest. Snapshots and portraits of her from the twenties show a
strikingly attractive, high-spirited woman, but she was hardly a 'flapper,' as that term is ordinarily employed. Her idea of fun was a church
social ...
"In short, these were not the kind of young people the history of
the twenties is supposedly all about ... The history of the twenties
that we have read about in books cannot be squared with the experience
of the twenties about which we have been told."!
William E. Tydeman is director of Special Collections at Zimmerman Library in the
University of New Mexico, a position he has held for six years. Tydeman holds a doctorate
in American Studies from the University of New Mexico and is working on a history of
tourism in the Southwest.
1. Paul A. Carter, Another Part of the Twenties (New York: Columbia University Press,
1977).
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What were University of New Mexico students really doing in the
twenties? Did they behave like their counterparts in more urban areas?
Were they hell-bent on fun and frolic? Lena Clauve, who attended
UNM in the twenties and became the university's first full-time dean
of women in 1929, recalls, "There were social events only on the weekends. I was always amazed at the closing hours in the dormitory. From
May to the first of September, girls were allowed to stay out until eight
o'clock. Dances and parties on Friday and Saturday night had to close
at eleven. Having lived under those rules, I thought the girls were
entitled to more freedom. But strangely enough the girls did not want
to change. They just wanted to stay at those hours and they did for a
few years."2 Lena Clauve reminds us that UNM in the 1920s was a
small campus. There were, by her reckoning, 270 students enrolled in
the summer of 1923. UNM did not reach a thousand students until
1930. Hodgin Hall was the university. All buildings and campus activities in the 1920s centered around Hodgin Hall and on the southwest
side of the present campus. Hokona Hall, the women's dorm, was
presided over by the matron of the dormitory and college librarian,
Wilma Loy Shelton. "It was a quiet life. Nothing out of the ordinary
happened. There were no cars. People had to go on the streetcar."3
The surviving records of the university suggest that there was little
of the roaring twenties on campus. Teachers and administrators worried over the activities of the female students. When the dour president
David S. Hill received complaints from the matron of the women's
dormitory about the lack of chaperones and the frequency of dancing
parties, he ordered the formation of a special committee on the conduct
of women students. Dorm hours, fewer dances, and "the prompt discipline of any individual who indulges in improper forms of dancing"
were all part of the committee's charge. 4
By 1925 the faculty had adopted a report from the Committee on
Student Affairs on "The Proper Procedures for University Dances." Its
seventeen provisions prohibited dimming the lights, smoking, alcoholic beverages, and off-campus guests. Dances were to conform to
the proper standards of the American National Association of Dancing
Masters. Besides securing necessary approval from the supervisor of
2. Interview of Lena CIauve by Joanne Colley, April 24, 1987. Tape recording, University Archives, Special Collections, University of New Mexico.
3. Ibid.
4. David S. Hill to Ethel Hickey, January 13, 1920, Committees, Student Affairs,
1919-1926, University Archives, Zimmerman Library, University of New Mexico.
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women, all university dances were to be properly chaperoned. 5 For
the administration, dances were always troublesome. Regulation of
student life continued throughout the decade.
Perhaps something of the moral tone of the period can be seen in
the letter from Edna Moser to President Hill. Moser, biologist and parttime dean of women, informed the president that "this morning between 7:30 and 8:00 am, Professor Ibarra was seen by two students of
the University to go behind the dormitory to Miss - - - ' s window at
which he knocked with his cane. She raised the window and they
talked for some time. In my opinion no gentleman would be guilty of
such action, and were it a student I should be in favor of his expulsion
from the University. Such actions as these are sure to bring us most
undesirable notoriety." Eight days later assistant professor Hanibal Ibarra
y Rojas tendered his resignation. 6
The visual evidence presented in the pictorial essay that follows
reveals the era's complexity. Students were certainly aware of the
changing attitudes and behavior. If UNM was a provincial campus in
the 1920s, it nonetheless had cosmopolitan aspirations. The layout and
design of The Mirage, the school yearbook, was consistent with contemporary pictorial conventions. The yearbooks were often remarkably
sophisticated, and student artists were quite talented. Many well-known
themes of the decade appear: modernity; hedonism; and the changing
role of women. Such evidence serves as a reminder of the persistent
tensions between the modern and traditional modes of thought and
behavior in the 1920s and how college youth, largely male and Anglo,
struggled with change.

5. "Proper Procedure for University Dances," Committees, Student Affairs, 19191926, University Archives.
6. Edna Moser to D. S. Hill, May 26, 1921, General Correspondence I, 1919-1922,
University Archives. The ostensible reason for Ibarra y Rojas' dismissal was neglect of
duty and inefficient teaching. See L. B. Mitchell to David S. Hill, May 25, 1921, ibid.
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To be "modern" was the highest form of praise. Flaming youth was the ba-,
rometer of modernity and change in the 1920s. (The Mirage, 1920)
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Could reversion to a primitive type connote anything other than sex? (The
Mirage, 1920)
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The 1920s was the great decade in American sport. (The Mirage, 1920)
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Basketball grew in popularity, but proper women still wore skirts. (The Mirage,
1922)
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The sorority house provided not only a (house) mother but the values of hearth,
home, and middle-class domesticity. (The Mirage, 1929)
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Illustration, caricature, and college humor reached new heights in the 1920s,
often reflecting anxiety toward changing sex roles and the New Woman. (The
Mirage, 1929)
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Vanity Fair in New Mexico. Vanity Fair was one of the great arbitrators of
American fashion, and its influence extended to college campuses all over the
country. (The Mirage, 1920)

Flappers, step aside! The traditional, cute, and serious-all in one. (The Mirage,
1922)
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Zimmerman the indomitable. Dedicated, organized, and above all, professorial. (The Mirage, 1929)
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A Salute to
The First Century
Of Higher Education in New Mexico
Nestled against the foothills of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains
in Northern New Mexico is the historic city of Las Vegas, home
to New Mexico Highlands University.
Translated "the meadows," Las Vegas was once the
Mexican port of entry on the famed Santa Fe Trail, and it was
from a balcony in the plaza of this city that General Stephen
Watts Kearny proclaimed New Mexico as United States territory in
1846.
With the arrival of the Santa Fe Railroad in the 1870s, Las
Vegas became the major trading center for the New Mexico
Territory. Civic leaders of that time decided that this booming
region needed an institution of higher education, and in 1893 the
Territorial Legislature authorized the creation of New Mexico
Normal University.
The school opened with a charter class of 92 students in
1898 under the guidance of the young educator, Dr. Edgar Lee
Hewett, who was to take a prominent place in New Mexico
history.
In 1917 the school became a four-year teacher training
college. Then, in 1941, the normal school's name was changed
by the State Legislature to New Mexico Highlands University, a
name that not only reflected the expanding importance of the
institution to the higher education mission of the state but also
its beautiful Northern New Mexico terrain.
Today, Highlands University has taken a leadership role in
planning for the future by adopting an academic reformation
plan that offers relevant academic choices and more viable
career options for its present and future students.
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